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LITTLE-KNOWN MASTERPIECE BY JOHN SINGER SARGENT 
ACQUIRED BY THE CLEVELAND MUSEUM OF ART 

CLEVELAND — Robert P. Bergman, director of the Cleveland Museum of Art, announced 
today the acquisition of a masterpiece by the American artist John Singer Sargent (1 856-1925). 
Portrait of Mrs. Ralph Curtis is a life-size painting of the wife of one of Sargent's friends, 
painted in 1 898 in the Venetian palace where it has remained until now. It goes on view at the 
Cleveland Museum of Art this Friday in the museum's recent acquisitions gallery along with 
some dozen other newly acquired works (see accompanying release). The group will remain on 
view for about three months. Admission to the museum is free. 

In making the announcement. Dr. Bergman stated: "We are delighted to have been able 
to acquire this virtually unknown painting by the greatest portrait painter of the 1 9th century. 
This large and sumptuous painting, the first work by Sargent to enter our collection, will 
become the new centerpiece of our salon gallery. It's rare to have the opportunity to acquire a 
masterwork such as this directly from the source. Because it never left the salone in the Palazzo 
Barbaro in Venice for which it was painted, it is in almost perfect condition, unlined and 
uncleaned, like the day it was painted." 

According to Henry Adams, curator of American painting at the Cleveland Museum of 
Art and professor of American art at Case Western Reserve University, Sargent produced this 
painting of Mrs. Ralph Curtis ( nee Lisa DeWolf Colt) because of his long friendship with her 
husband, who was Sargent's distant cousin and childhood friend. It is Sargent's most ambitious 
portrait among several paintings of the members of the Curtis family, whom Sargent visited 
nearly every year in Venice after 1 878. 

Like Sargent, the Curtis family was originally from New England, but lived mainly in 
Europe. In 1878, they moved into the Palazzo Barbaro on the Grand Canal in Venice where 
they entertained the likes of Henry James, Isabella Stewart Gardner, and novelist Vernon Lee. 

(more ... ) 
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Claude Monet painted from the front steps of the Palazzo, and Heniy James used the palace as 
the Venetian setting for The Wings of the Dove (1902). Their portion of the building remained 
in the family's possession until early this year (1998). It is believed that this portrait never left 
the room for which it was painted. 

Sargent depicted Mrs. Curtis leaning backwards, with her hands resting on a table. 
Comments Dr. Adams; "She seems to look over the viewer, as if she is about to greet some 
other friends who have just entered the room." 

Dr. Adams continues: "Despite its scale and ambition, the painting has received only 
brief mention in the literature on Sargent, no doubt because it has never been lent to an 
exhibition of Sargent's work. As is characteristic of Sargent's best work, Mrs. Ralph Curtis 
creates a dramatic first impression through the glitter of light off richly textured surfaces and 
the bravura of the brushwork. Individual passages of painting — such as the woman's right arm, 
the carpet beneath her feet, and the folds of her satin gown — are absolutely magical. In 
addition, the figure's personality and expression are unusually interesting. It is clear that this is 
not one of Sargent's society sitter/clients, but a personal friend." 

Dr. Adams added: "Not unlike Henry James, Sargent suggests the tension between the 
glamorous dazzle of the moment and the complex and vulnerable feelings of the thinkin g 
human being behind the show. It's a painting whose emotional impact grows stronger after 
careful examination and repeated viewings." The painting was purchased with funds from the 
Leonard C. Hanna, Jr., Fund. 

Special Lecture on Sargent. Sunday. November 29 

Henry Adams will give a special lecture on Sargent this Sunday at 2 p.m. in the 
museum's lecture hall. Entitled "John Singer Sargent in Paris, London and Venice," the lecture 
is free to the public. One of the foremost authorities on American paintings. Dr. Adams is the 
author of numerous articles and publications. For more information call (216) 421-7350. 
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